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The shifting place of women in
Imperial Russia’s social order
La place variable des femmes dans l’ordre social de la Russie impériale
Alison K. Smith
1 During the eighth revision of the census rolls in 1835, a number of women living in Vil´na
found themselves in need of a new soslovie. The revision, which aimed to clean up the tax
rolls of town and village societies across the empire, also demanded that unregistered
subjects of that empire find themselves an official place in the social hierarchy by adding
their names to the lists. Although they were not subject to taxes, women were included in
the revision, and thus sought to formalize their places in society by having their names
written on these official lists of the population. In Vil´na, several women had undergone a
recent  change  in  their  status,  from  official  nobles  to  non-entities.  Anna  Martinova
Sadkevichuvna, for one, lamented that “although she and her whole family were of noble
descent,” her lack of written proof had left her without an official status. She and others
like her—all illiterate, and several claiming that poverty was all  that kept them from
being able to prove their nobility—petitioned the Vil´na Town Duma (gorodskaia duma) in
hopes of gaining entry into the local meshchanin society. They were joined by women who
had somehow slipped through the cracks of imperial society: an orphan born after the
last census, and thus never registered on a tax roll; a freed serf; and several women who
announced  themselves  to  have  been  long-time  residents  of  the  town,  but  “never
registered anywhere on the tax rolls.”1 After varying amounts of bureaucratic wrangling,
all these women were eventually added to the rolls of the Vil´na meshchanin society, a
mark of their new legal identity, and with that their acceptance into a particular soslovie
society.
2 This  revision  of  the  census,  and the  petitions  it  provoked,  bring  up  many issues  of
Imperial Russian society and governance, from control of population in the empire, to
bureaucratic authority and its manifestation, to the role of writing and the act of petition.
But these petitions, in particular, also highlight the fact that the Russian Empire’s women
had soslovie identities, and, furthermore, that they negotiated those identities. This may
be an obvious statement,  but  it  is  one rarely addressed directly by historians.  While
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women may appear here and there in discussions of sosloviia, they are generally absent
from systematic analysis of the concept.2 And yet, women’s engagement with their own
soslovie identities becomes immediately apparent in an investigation of how individual
Russians sought to change those identities. Although only single women – primarily those
who were widowed or never married – could petition on their own behalf to leave an old
soslovie behind and enter a new one, while men of any marital status were allowed such
decisions,  in  some  contexts  women  outnumbered  their  male  counterparts  among
petitioners.  This  is  true  despite  the  fact  that  most  legislation  on  the  subject  either
ignored women or treated them as mere appendages to their male relatives. Therefore,
their decisions to take advantage of opportunities for legal change in status,  and the
patterns that their choices took, show the persistent importance of sosloviia to women in
particular, and, furthermore, how the meaning of membership in a soslovie was changing.
3 This approach to the history of sosloviia, and particularly of women’s relationship with
those categories, is based on a focus on the ways that individuals negotiated their sosloviia
membership. That word – membership – is an important one, because individual Russians
were  not  simply  members  of  sosloviia on  a  national  scale,  as  nobles,  peasants,  or
townspeople,  but  instead  were  usually  members  of  specific  sosloviia organizations
associated  with  specific  geographic  spaces.  Peasants  belonged  to  societies  that
represented particular villages and townspeople to those of particular towns. These place
and  estate  markers  were  just  as  much  a part  of  nominally  “free”  individuals’  legal
description  of  themselves  as  ownership  was  to  a  serf,  a  fact  most  visible  in  legal
documents,  where  petitioners  self-identified  not  simply  by  name,  but  with  specific
information about their geographic and estate origins. Furthermore, this membership
could be and often was changed via specific legal methods. Examining those changes –
those moments when individuals actively affirmed their soslovie – allows us to see not just
that women had a different relationship to soslovie than men, but that the way in which
women related to soslovie demonstrates the changing role of sosloviia in Russian society.
Their  active  participation in  the system shows both the persistence of  soslovie-based
hierarchies in Russian society, and also the evolving nature of communal responsibility
during the nineteenth century.
4 The laws that governed membership in and movement between sosloviia treated women
differently from men both explicitly and implicitly. Most explicitly, marriage laws meant
that  women found  their  soslovie identities  shifting  not  necessarily  because  they
specifically desired such changes, but as a consequence of other life choices. Marriage
never changed a man’s soslovie status, but it could change a woman’s. In essence, as the
first Digest of the Laws put it in one of its first points, “a man of higher status shares the
rights of that status with his wife, but a wife does not share her status either with her
husband or her children;  she herself  does not lose [higher status]  either with a first
marriage, if it belonged to her before marriage, or with a subsequent marriage, when it
was granted to her by a first marriage.”3 In summarizing a whole series of individual laws,
this statement above all reified the idea that sosloviia were ranked in a hierarchy. Nobility,
of course, was the highest rank and the one once gained, hard to lose. But even meshchane
– the lowest ranking of townsmen – ranked higher than peasants, and could share their
status with wives of equal of lower status, while the fact that free (i.e., non-serf) women
did not pass on their freedom to their enserfed new husbands reaffirmed serfs as the
lowest, most unprivileged part of Russian society.4
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5 The laws that  governed the actual  bureaucratic  process of  moving between different
sosloviia,  on  the  other  hand,  treat  men  and  women  differently  primarily  through
implication alone. Few of these laws address women directly, instead focusing on general
principles (applied in particular cases) that came to govern mobility by the end of the
eighteenth century. These principles involved conceptions and rankings of duty: of the
duties  that  individuals  owed  both  to  the  central  imperial  state,  and  to  the  specific
communities to which they belonged. Peter the Great famously made movement into the
nobility possible through active service to the state, by allowing those who worked their
way  up  the  hierarchy  of  the  Table  of  Ranks  to  gain  first  personal,  then  hereditary
nobility. This kind of service, in other words, had particular value to the imperial state.5
But other sorts of mobility were similarly guided by concerns over duties: the duties to
pay taxes, particularly the soul tax, and to provide recruits for the military.
6 Because many of the duties demanded by the state were levied not on individuals but on
communities, their intersection with individual soslovie societies highlights the centrality
of  communal  responsibility.  Laws that  governed movement between sosloviia tried to
ensure  not  only  that  the  state  would  not  lose  out  on  these  duties,  but  also  that
communities would not be harmed by losing taxpayers or possible recruits. In practice
that meant that individuals not yet registered on any tax roll were strongly encouraged,
if not required, to register in a community, and that those who wanted to move between
two different soslovie societies (either from one soslovie to another, or even within the
same soslovie, but from one location to another) had to receive permission from both their
society of origin and the destination society. That permission would only be granted if a
given petitioner agreed to continue to pay taxes in his old community until the next
census  revision,  proved  that  he  was  not  in  line  to  be  sent  into  the  military,  and
furthermore gave guarantees that he would be able to keep up tax duties in his new
society.6
7 “He” is the appropriate pronoun to use, for these duties of soslovie membership on which
the laws focused all accrued primarily, if not only, on men. The soul tax was by definition
a tax on all male souls; recruits were exclusively men.7 Upward mobility into the nobility
through service to the state likewise fell to men.8 Thus, looking only at men emphasizes
the role of individual duties to the state and to individual societies in the construction
and interpretation of sosloviia. When women are added to the picture, however, soslovie
membership implies a very different relationship between individuals, local societies, and
the state. This is evident in something as simple as the wording often used to describe
how or why women were registered in, for example, town societies. In both laws and in
many legal documents,  women’s names were written into the town records and onto
household registers or tax rolls “only for the count of the people.”9 In other words, men
were legally registered in order to ensure they fulfilled their duties, but because women
had no such connection to the duties relevant to their social position, communities had to
register them only in the interests of keeping track of the larger population.10 In this
interpretation, women were extraneous to the communal responsibilities of the larger
estate, sometimes even registered in different books, and otherwise kept outside the main
work of the individual societies.
8 Starting in the mid-nineteenth century, the persistence of this way of seeing women on
the part of central ministries began to create conflict with local societies, as they started
to understand communal responsibility in a different way. On one side were decisions
that saw women as unproblematic, largely extraneous, “members” of societies to which
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they owed nothing.  That  interpretation underlay a series  of  discussions between the
Ministries of Finance and Internal Affairs on the question of whether women should be
considered a special category when it came to legislation regarding changing sosloviia.
While men had to receive permission both to leave their soslovie of origin and to enter a
new soslovie, the ministries debated whether women could be classified as one of the few
groups that did not need to gain formal acceptance into a new society.11 After all, the
argument went, women could not trouble a new society by adding to its tax burden and
then failing to fulfill their part in the communal responsibility to pay taxes. Starting at
the  end  of  the  1870s,  the  two  ministries  corresponded  over  several  specific  cases
involving women seeking entrance into town soslovie societies. The Ministry of Finance
concluded that because women would add no new tax burden to town societies,  and
because women would find refusal a hardship, the only logical course was to allow these
women to register at will.12 Eventually,  the Svod zakonov was amended to include the
notice that all peasant and meshchanin women who wished to enter new societies as heads
of households including no male souls would be allowed to do so “by only their requests,
without presenting acceptance agreements,” thus confirming this view of women’s roles
within – or, in a way, adjacent to – soslovie societies.13
9 Already, however, those societies were realizing that women had a more complicated
place than a focus on what members owed their societies suggested. It was increasingly
becoming clear that soslovie societies also owed something to their members. Societies
had long “owed” their members documents that allowed work or residency at home or
abroad. In 1831, a law used that reality as a basis for a decision about women of state
peasant origins who wished to register in town soslovie societies. According to the law,
they were allowed such registry “only if, living in towns for permanent work, it is not
convenient for them to return to their previous place of residence and [therefore] it is
difficult for them to receive passports.”14 In other words, this law focused on one major
thing that societies did for their members: they gave them the right to live in a given
place, either through registry in that place, or via a passport that allowed them freedom
to move to a new place. The 1831 law was in part meant to ensure that women had access
to  this  right,  one  that  maintained its  importance  in individual  lives  throughout  the
imperial period.
10 With changes brought about by the Great Reforms, the balance between the duties of
individuals to estate societies and the duties of societies to their members began to shift
ever more toward the latter. The shift began with the gradual elimination of the soul tax,
first in towns, later throughout the Empire, and was continued by the Army Reform that
instituted universal military service.15 These reforms meant in part that the communal
responsibility of  societies to fulfill  these duties to the state devolved onto individual
members  of  those  societies,  causing a major  shift  in the  relationship  between those
societies and their members. Now, the duties that the societies owed their members –
starting with giving them residency permits, but increasingly including other sorts of
care  for  their  welfare  –  became  the  dominant  part  of  the  relationship.  In  essence,
belonging to  a  specific  soslovie society  gave individuals  real  benefits,  whether  it  was
residency rights, an organization to speak on one’s behalf, or even medical care and poor
relief.16
11 At exactly the same time that central ministries were reaffirming the idea that women
were extraneous to local soslovie societies, those societies themselves began to protest on
the grounds that women actually did have a real place – and a possibly costly one – as
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members. In one case, local authorities in Arkhangel´sk protested a decision by their local
provincial treasury (kazënnaia palata) in the case of three peasant women who wanted to
enter the local meshchanstvo. From the Treasury’s point of view, women could not cause
trouble for a society because they had no impact on tax and recruit duties – particularly
in this post-Reform period. Therefore it saw no basis for refusing them official entry. But
the Arkhangel´sk meshchanin society disagreed. They did not want to accept the women
precisely because they were likely to cause them problems, although problems not with
arrears, but with demands for services: “Registry goes along with expenses on the part of
the society for the welfare and medical care in hospitals of registered individuals who are
ailing, to the point that the Arkhangel´sk meshchanin society already owes just the local
hospital more than 3,000 rubles for the care of insolvent meshchane.”17
12 Although in this case the Arkhangel´sk society left unsaid the idea that these unattached
women might be more likely to fall on the mercy of the society at some point in the
future, other writers were not so reticent. Evgenii Blumenbakh, a bureaucrat from Riga,
wrote several pieces on soslovie societies at the turn of the century, and concluded that
town societies had come to be occupied most of all with “the care of the poor and the
healing of the sick.” As he put it, only members of a society “may take advantage of the
protection of the town society in case of poverty, infirmity, or illness, because by paying
local  taxes  they  gain  the  right  to  help  from  the  society.”  There  was,  however,  an
exception: women. Although according to current statutes, women paid no community
taxes, “more than half of the money for welfare and medical care is spent on women.”18
Other reports confirmed the idea that women could and did take up a disproportionate
share of the resources of local societies.19 Women thus became a particular sign of this
alternative interpretation of communal responsibility:  not communal responsibility to
fulfill duties, but communal responsibility to ensure the welfare of a society’s members.
13 The place of women in the legislation and administration of sosloviia suggests that sosloviia
were viewed as part of a real hierarchy from low to high, and also that the nature of
soslovie membership was changing during the second half  of  the nineteenth century.
Where soslovie membership once focused on duties to the state, it came to represent the
possibility of stability and welfare.  The patterns of how individual women negotiated
their soslovie membership over the nineteenth century – or, at least, those patterns still
visible in the archival base – help to reaffirm these notions, suggesting that the hierarchy
visible  in  legal  descriptions  of  the  soslovie system were  further  complicated  by  both
geography and the very promise of stability granted by entry into certain statuses.
14 Laws regulating soslovie membership,  like those regarding marriage,  clearly saw town
societies of any kind as “higher” than rural societies, and free rural societies as higher
than serf  ones.  The archives confirm that  those “higher” statuses were indeed more
desirable. The archives of provincial town administrations in charge of both accepting
and releasing members contain more cases of peasants of various kinds seeking to enter
town sosloviia than members of town sosloviia seeking to enter peasant societies: between
1801 and 1917 the former outnumber the latter by just over 3 to 1.20 The overwhelming
majority of  rural  migrants  to provincial  towns were seeking to join local  meshchanin
societies as opposed to the merchant or craft societies (95 percent of all such migrants,
compared  to  4 percent  and 0.4  percent,  respectively).  These  last  two  social  estates
required specific qualifications for entry, like the accumulation of capital or attestations
of  a  craft,  and  thus  were  by  their  very  nature  harder  to  enter.  Furthermore,  the
merchants were a definitely privileged status due to their exclusion from the soul tax.
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Meshchane,  on the other hand, owed the same soul tax and recruit duties as peasants.
Their  sheer  location,  in towns,  away from the village,  gave even them the image of
relative privilege.
15 These  overall  numbers,  however,  belie  significant  variations  that  suggest  that  this
understanding  of  a  soslovie hierarchy  was  far  from static.  First,  the  picture  changes
radically  after  Emancipation.  Before  Emancipation,  movement  from  village  to  town
outnumbered the reverse by more than 11 to 1; after, that ratio shrank to a mere 1.4 to 1.
This  change  likely  suggests  not  so  much  that  towns  became  less  desirable  after
Emancipation – evidence about migrant workers more generally would strongly argue
against such an interpretation – but rather that the village, now freed from the taint of
serfdom,  became  more  desirable.  A  meshchanin society  might  have  seemed  a  major
improvement over the lot of a serf in the pre-Emancipation era, but once the excesses of
serfdom were removed from the system, that stark difference seemed less severe. The
result  was  essentially  a  flattening of  the estate  hierarchy,  as  nearly  as  many people
wanted to leave town societies for rural ones during this period.21
16 Gender was a second source of variation in the pattern of movement between town and
village, and a variation that speaks to the resilience of soslovie hierarchies for some of the
Russian  population.  Both  men  and  women  found  the  village  more  attractive  after
Emancipation, but women still valued membership in town sosloviia more than men. Over
the  entire  period,  women  moving  from  rural  to  town  societies  outnumbered  their
opposites by nearly 8 to 1, compared to just over 2 to 1 for men. They were particularly
unlikely to move from towns to villages in the pre-Emancipation period (the ratio then
was 61 to 1 against such moves), but even after Emancipation, when men moved between
town and village almost equally, women were still more than three times as likely to
move to towns than from them.22 There are outside factors that might account for this
disparity. One was the change to the law allowing women to enter meshchanin societies
without the need for gaining formal entrance. But other possible factors based in the
village are more contradictory. On the one hand, the post-Emancipation village, at least
in areas that produced large numbers of migrant workers, became, in a way, a women’s
fiefdom.23 But at the same time, peasant women without husbands received, in a way,
even less economic freedom from the Emancipation than did their male counterparts, as
village authority over land allotments was likely to discriminate against them – a reason,
it is suggested, that many chose to leave.24
17 The experience of women in the capitals adds another way to think about the hierarchy
of sosloviia: that not only were urban sosloviia preferred to rural ones (particularly, and
consistently, by women), but the most urban (the capitals) were most preferred.25 Women
were more likely to join the meshchanin societies of the capitals than they were to join the
analogous societies in provincial  towns.  In the provincial  records,  women petitioners
constituted a substantial minority of cases: 27 percent of all such petitioners over the
whole period, representing a shift from 25 percent of cases before the Emancipation to
30 percent after. In the capitals, however, a much higher percentage of those entering
meshchanin societies  were  women.  In  four  years  at  the beginning  of  the  nineteenth
century  (1814-1817),  55 percent  of  all  petitioners  seeking  entrance  into  the  Moscow
meshchanstvo were  women.  Nor  was  this  an anomaly.  According to  the neighborhood
books of Moscow’s Sretenskaia sloboda, between 1836 and 1896, fifty-three percent of its
741 new members were women.26 In this case, the proportion of women entrants declined
after Emancipation, from a high of 92 percent before, to 47 percent after, but even that
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lower number is significantly higher than provincial patterns. Even in the early twentieth
century, women continued to enter the Moscow society in large numbers, making up
46 percent of petitioners between 1903 and 1917.27 In every case women were more likely
to join the capital’s meshchanin society than they were to join provincial ones.
18 The image of a relatively neat hierarchy of sosloviia based not just on official status, but
also  on  place,  becomes  more  complicated  when  one  considers  the  social  origins  of
petitioners. First, although they made up the majority of cases, rural petitioners were
only part of the story. In provincial towns, serfs and peasants taken together consistently
made up the largest segment of those entering meshchanin societies:  59 percent of all
petitioners. But petitioners seeking entry into meshchanin societies came not only from
various  peasant  categories,  but  also  from  military  (11 percent)  and  church  statuses
(15 percent),  and  even  from  other  town  statuses  (4 percent  of  petitioners  were
merchants). However, again there were significant differences between the genders, and
differences  between  the  pre-  and  post-Emancipation  periods.  Women  petitioners,
particularly before the Emancipation, were overwhelmingly of peasant origin (90 percent
before, 78 percent after); men, on the other hand, were less rural, and saw a different
shift in their composition (42 percent peasant before the Emancipation, 66 percent after).
This shift in the pattern of men’s petitioning indicates less the rise of peasant petitioners,
but instead the fall in another group: members of church estates. Before Emancipation,
those released from church authorities accounted for 26 percent of all male petitioners;
after, the percentage shrank to three percent. This huge drop may well be yet another
indication of the flattening of the soslovie hierarchy for men during the late nineteenth
century. Movement between the two lower statuses of meshchanin and peasant increased
compared to other kinds of movement, while church men now bypassed the meshchanstvo
as they entered lay society.28 For women, however, now the meshchanstvo seemed like a
viable option for more than just peasants.29
19 If different sosloviia had indeed come to be valued differently by men and women toward
the end of the century, the key may be found in another aspect of the social origins of
petitioners: family and the social support it did or did not provide. First, the marital and
family  status  of  women petitioners  into  the  merchantry  –  the  higher  town estate  –
emphasizes  how  out  of  reach  that  status  really  was  for  women,  particularly  after
Emancipation. Before Emancipation, only three percent of rural women petitioning for
entry into provincial towns sought registry as merchants, compared with six percent of
men; after the Emancipation no women did.30 But even these modest numbers may be
misleadingly  high.  The  1824  law  that  restated  certain  rules  for  guild  membership
addressed this point in some detail; for the purposes of capital accumulation, a family
could  consist  of  a  father  with  children and grandchildren not  counted separately;  a
widow with sons, unmarried daughters, and grandchildren, “when they all live in one
home not separately;” or of brothers and unmarried sisters, again “when they live in one
home.”31 As a result, in at least some cases, women petitioned to enter the merchant
soslovie less on their own behalf than on behalf of their adult sons, in order to keep the
family capital together. Marem´iana Rodionova, a freed household serf widow, was the
petitioner of note in an effort to join the Moscow merchant society, but her sons drew up
all the paperwork and signed all the required documents.32 Although other cases show
less clear effort on the part of sons, a random sampling of women petitioners shows that
all entered with at least one adult son, and thus were part of a larger family structure and
economy they were trying to preserve.33
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20 Because of  the difficulties in entering other town societies,  and the undesirability of
village societies, the meshchanstvo was continually, and perhaps increasingly, the focus of
women’s efforts to change their legal status. Why did so many women gravitate toward a
legal position that bound them to a status increasingly seen as backward – or, as one late
nineteenth century  commentator  put  it,  to  the  “forgotten soslovie”?34 In  some cases,
women who entered meshchanin societies may have had little choice in the matter. This
was certainly true of most of the women seeking to register in Vil´na in 1835, and could
be said to be true of many of the freed serfs from the start of the century, and members of
other categories later on in the century. They, in principle,  at least,  had to choose a
status, and the meshchanstvo was more available than most. But this may understate the
degree of agency in women’s decisions to enter the new estate. Formally registering in a
soslovie society  was  not  free,  either  in  effort  (gaining  all  the  documents  required,
appearing in person for hearings) or in cash (for paper,  for scribes,  for registration).
These  could  be  so  burdensome  that  one  freed  serf,  Avdot´ia  Evseeva  Kolotukhina,
petitioned the Minister of Internal Affairs himself to intervene in her request to join the
St. Petersburg meshchanin society. She was, she wrote, too poor to pay the costs associated
with registry, and asked that they be waived.35 Even after the central ministries decided
that women could be added to meshchanin societies with little administrative fuss, some of
those  societies  demanded  special  payments  from  women  applicants,  thus  erecting
another barrier to formal registration.36 Given the masses of peasant migrants in cities,
particularly the capitals, the temptation to remain unregistered and hidden had to have
been great. Therefore, those who chose to formalize their legal position as members of
societies did likely, or at least in many cases, seek something out of their new status.
21 Again,  family  and  marital  status  likely  strongly  influenced  women’s  decisions  about
joining meshchanin societies.  Perhaps particularly in large cities  like the capitals,  the
promise of at least some degree of social services available to all who registered had to
appeal to the women who petitioned on their own behalf: unmarried women, often with
children,  and  sometimes  of  advanced  years.37 The  neighborhood  books  of  Moscow’s
Sretenskaia sloboda show that men almost always entered the meshchanin society with
wives and families: 85 percent did so, while only 15 percent entered as single men. But
women had,  on the  whole,  very  different  family  situations.  They  were  by  definition
spouseless – 36 percent of women entering the Moscow meshchanin sloboda were widows,
while 64 percent had never been married. Despite this, 28 percent of women petitioners
brought with them family members, usually children, often illegitimate. Unlike the cases
of women entering the merchant estate with adult sons, these children were all under
age, requiring more support from their mothers than supplying it. And that requirement
likely influenced women’s decisions formally to register.
22 Both single women and those supporting families as single mothers could find real reason
to register in towns. For single women, town societies could provide security when family
could or would not. While certainly many single women were registered as members of
meshchanin societies for purely bureaucratic reasons (wards of  foundling homes were
often registered en masse when they “graduated” from those institutions, for example)
some seem to have been searching for social support in places in which they already
lived.38 Some were simply without family, and registry gave them an official place, as was
the case for twenty-one-year-old Elena Andreeva Solov´ëva, who requested formal entry
into the St. Petersburg meshchanin society in 1898. Solov´ëva was by birth a peasant from
Penza province and furthermore “a total orphan, having no relatives.” But her residency
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in St. Petersburg – and perhaps her literacy? – made her want to register in the city.39
Others sought more tangible support in the charitable institutions run by meshchanin and
craft  societies.  Also  in  1898,  several  older  women made special  contributions  to  the
St. Petersburg meshchanin almshouse as part of their requests for formal entry into the
society. One, Anna Varlamova Akulova, aged seventy-six, made the reason explicit in her
formal petition, requesting that “when I am registered in the Society place me in the
St. Petersburg meshchanin almshouse.”40
23 Single mothers might also find town societies to be sources of significant social support
unavailable in their home societies. In several cases, the women who entered meshchanin
societies with children were of noticeably different soslovie origins than women more
generally.  In  1859,  seventeen women finalized  their  admission  to  the  St.  Petersburg
meshchanin society as heads of families that included male souls.41 For the most part, these
were single mothers, and often (in eleven cases) of illegitimate children. More unusually,
only three of these petitioners came from serf backgrounds, while most of the rest were
state  peasants,  representing  a  far  greater  proportion  than  in  the  general  pattern.
Similarly, in 1892 seven women entered the St. Petersburg meshchanstvo with children;
although at that time only 39 percent of the total women entering the society were of
peasant origins, six of the seven women with children were. This unusual prevalence of
peasants whose lives were structured by their villages rather than their owners among
these  samples  suggests  that  such  single  mothers,  and  perhaps  particularly  those  of
illegitimate children, were unwanted by their home societies, and had been pushed out,
rather than chosen their new lives. Or, perhaps, that they had chosen their new lives in
hopes of finding there better support for their families than had been available in their
villages.42
24 While a sheer urge for survival, and for the social network that could provide it, seems
part of the reason for women’s particular draw to meshchanin societies by the end of the
century, the idea that entry into a meshchanin society might be a first step toward greater
social advancement may also have contributed to their decisions. Certainly some single
women  were  reduced  to  life  in  the  almshouse  after  their  entry,  but  just  as  many,
according to the records of the societies themselves, had lives that were successful by any
measure. Many married. Some continued their upward movement within town society by
entering the merchant estate themselves. Others studied, and left the meshchanin society
with one of the new professional statuses (teachers, artists, midwives).43 The experiences
of women who entered town societies as single mothers show yet more successes. Take
the women who joined the St. Petersburg society in 1892. All of their children seemed to
thrive in the capital. Many married and had children of their own. The son of Mariia
Ivanova Botina, one of the former peasants, became a first guild merchant in 1912. Mariia
Ivanova Kryzheva’s three children, all illegitimate, were all eventually excluded from the
meshchanin society  because  they  gained  new  positions:  two  daughters  qualified  as
teachers, and a son graduated from the Technological Institute and earned the status of
personal honored citizen in 1904. And Varvara Nikolaeva Bobrova was able to extend
support  to  others  after  her  establishment  in  the  town;  in  1908,  she  adopted  the
illegitimate  daughter  of  a  peasant.44 Even  if  these  women  started  out  in  marginal
positions, whether in the eyes of the legal authorities, or their home societies, or even
their  new ones,  they  soon became full-fledged members  of  their  new society  whose
families thrived with the opportunities available to them and their children.
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25 This  focus  on  women’s  experiences  of  the  mutability  of  sosloviia identities,  as  they
changed their legal status either by necessity or by choice, helps explain the persistence
of  sosloviia in  the  face  of  the  modernizing  thrust  of  the  late  imperial  state. 45 Some
observers interpreted late imperial society as increasingly non- or supra-soslovie in its
taxation and recruiting policies, in its administration and in its economic structures, and
men’s  experiences  could  arguably  be  interpreted  as  supporting  the  idea  of  waning
importance.  But  women’s  experiences suggest  something very different.  For one,  the
central  state’s  interpretation of  women as  somewhat  extraneous  members  of  soslovie
societies, emphasized the continued importance of soslovie identities as pure markers of
social  control:  there  was  no  real  reason  for  the  imperial  state  to  demand  women’s
registry, after all, were it not for its desire to keep track of its population. But even more,
women’s experiences of binding themselves to a given society, particularly a town society
at a time when the larger population of migrants in towns was remarkably fluid and
impermanent,46 speaks to a different kind of krugovaia poruka, a collective responsibility
that revolved as much around social support as social control. This approach shows that
sosloviia did not just control Russian society, and did not just privilege the few at the
expense of the many, but also persisted as real institutions within the larger society,
institutions that gave real benefits to their members, and a real chance for success even
for the formerly marginal.
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petitioning to enter new sosloviia societies, and finds that not only did women have a different
relationship  to  soslovie than  men,  but  also  the  way  in  which  women  related  to  soslovie
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